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The Spanish Present Perfect 
Speakers of some variety of Spanish sometimes realize that 
their use of the present perfect differs from speakers of a 
different variety. They would utilize it in environments where 
other speakers would use preterite, and viceversa. Here I will 
attempt to find out a definition of the present perfect that 
accounts for these differences. Although I will make occasional 
references to English, my prevailing concern is Spanish and my 
main claims will be valid only for this language. Nevertheless, 
the question if the categories of perfect that I postulate for 
Spanish are also present in other languages is only an empirical 
matter. 
I will first look at other proposals that deal with perfect. 
Then I will discuss my position, trying to show that it considers 
from a different perspective all the elements present in previous 
schemes. Finally I will briefly examine if variations in the use 
of present perfect in Spanish (in opposition to preterite) can be 
accounted for at the light of the categories that I postulate. 
The Spanish data was obtained through questionnaires to 
native speakers of different varieties of the language.l 
The most widespread characterization of the perfect seems to 
be the · extended-now' theory that asserts that it serves to 
locate an event within a period of time that began in the past 
and extends up to the present moment.2 
In Mc Cawley3 what is interesting is not his 
characterization of the present perfect but the uses of this 
tense that he indicates for English. He points out that the 
present perfect in English has the following applications: 
a) To indicate that a state of affairs prevailed throughout some 
interval stretching from the past into the present. He calls 
this use ·universal' (p. 104): 
(1) I've known Max since 1960. 
bl To indicate the existence of past events. He names this use 
·existential' (p. 104): 
(2) I have read Principia Mathematica five times. 
cl To indicate that the direct effect of a past event still 
continues. This use is name ·stative' (p. 104): 
(3) I can't come to your party tonight-I've caught the flu. 




(4) Malcolm X has just been assassinated. 
He also discusses the following example, previously 
considered by Chomsky4 (p. 106): 
(5) *Einstein has visited Princeton. 
He does not agree with Chomsky's account for the oddity of (5), 
who "states that it illustrates a principle whereby the surface 
object of certain types of present perfect is presupposed to 
refer to someone who is alive" (p. 106). Mc Cawley affirms that 
"the property of being alive is not directly involved in the 
oddity of ( 5 ), since a person who believes that the dead return 
to haunt the living could perfectly well say (5) without 
contradictigg his knowledge that Einstein is dead" (p. 107). 
Comrie refers to perfect in the framework of a general 
typology of aspect. He states that it is doubtful that the 
perfect could be considered an aspect. However, as in the 
traditional terminology the perfect is listed as an aspect, he 
deals with it but bearing in mind that it is an aspect in a 
rather different sense. 
He asserts that the perfect relates some state to a 
preceding situation. It expresses a relation between two time-
points: the time of the state resulting from a prior situation, 
and the time of that prior situation. He also points out that 
there are tenses within the pe r fect aspect. The present perfect 
is one of these: it e xpresses a relation between past state and 
present situation . Other tenses are: the pluperfect, that 
expresses a relation between a past state and an earlier 
situation, and the future perfect, that expresses a relation 
between a future state and a situation prior to it. This account 
is an expansion of the extended-now theory, valid solely for the 
presente perfect, which locates the second time-point only at the 
moment of speech. 
Comrie ennurnerates four types of perfect, that are specific 
manifestations of the property · continuing relevance of a 
previous situation': perfect of result, experiential perfect, 
perfect of persistent situation, and perfect of recent past (pp. 
56-60). 
In the perfect of result, a 
result of a past situation. 
utter: 
(6) John has arrived. 
if John is still there. 
The experiential perfect is 
situation has held at least once 
leading up to the present: 
(7) John has been to America. 
present state is seen as the 
For example, it is possible to 
used to indicate that a given 
during some time in the past 
49 
The perfect of persistent situation describes a situation t 
that started in the past but continues into the present: T 
(8) We've lived here for ten years. 
The perfect of 
present relevance of 
closeness: 
recent past is used to indicate that the 
the past situation is one of temporal 
(9) Bill has just arrived. 
The problem with this classification is that Comrie does not 
indicate if the types that he defines are applicable to the three 
possible tenses of the perfect or are only relevant for the 
present perfect. Taking into consideration how the definitions 
are stated and his previous remark that the present perfect 
expresses a relation between a present state and a past 
situation, it is possible to assume that the definitions are only 
valid for the present perfect. But this is not explicitly 
asserted in his work.6 
What I will do is mainly to introduce a new reordering in 
the previous material and to add new categories. The validity of 
the results can only be claimed to hold for Spanish. 
I adopt Comrie's definition of the perfect as a relation 
between two time-points, one prior to the other in time. I leave 
open the question if in Spanish there is perfect aspect in the 
pluperfect, or in the future perfect. I will concentrate on the 
present perfect. I will define it as a relation between two 
time-points, the first previous to the second in time, and the 
second located at the time of utterance. 
The issue that arises now is about the sort of relation that 
exists between the two points. This relation can be of two 
types: closeness, or continuity. Closeness encompasses Mc 
Cawley's hot news, Comrie's recent past, and the property of 
being alive expressed by Chomsky. Continuity comprehends Mc 
cawley's universal, existential, and stative present perfect, and 
Comrie's perfects of persistent situation, experiential, and 
result. All uses of the present perfect are instances of at 
least one of these two types. 
The notion of continuity encompasses three types of perfect 
mentioned by Comrie: persistent situation, result, and 
experiential. Continuity is what these relations have in common. 
In this section I adopt Comrie's labels and classification. I do 
not have much to add to what he expresses. 
In the present perfect of persistent situation (Mc Cawley's 
'universal' use) the two time-points are connected by a situation 
that starts in the first one and continues up to the second, 
located at speech time: 
(10) Yo he vivido toda mi vida en Santa Monica. 




















the two time-points are related by the result 
The situation is located in the first time-point, 
continues up to the second time-point: 
of a situation. 
and its result 
(11) Pedro ha llegado a esa ciudad y todavia esta alli. 
In the experiential present 
·existential' use) the situation of 
incorporated into the experience of the 
there at the second time-point: 
perfect (Mc Cawley's 
the first time-point is 
actor and continues being 
(12) Alberto Gonzalez ha estado varias veces en Australia. 
Note that here, what is called ' first time-point' may refer to 
more than one situation. 
Closeness is a self-explanatory label for three kinds of 
relations between the two time-points. Closeness is what these 
relations have in common. I postulate three categories for 
closeness: temporal, spatial, and empathy. 
The present perfect that holds the relation of temporal 
closeness expresses that the first time-point is close in time to 
the second: 
(13) Juan ha terminado su trabajo esta mafiana. 
This category encompasses Comrie's perfect of recent past. 
How far from each other can the two time-points be? In 
general they have to occur in the same day. This seems to be the 
maximum separation allowed. Within this time slot, some 
variables may play a role too. For example, some speakers can 
utter (13) only if it is still morning . Others utilize the 
present perfect when the two time-points are inside the same 
social e vent . They will say (14) only in the airport: 
(14) He llegado de Chicago. 
But upon arriving at home, they consider that the social event 
"travel' is finished, and have to use the preterite instead: 
(15) Llegue de Chicago. 
The present perfect expressing a relation of spatial 
closeness refers to two time-points that are close in space. A 
speaker can say (16) if, when uttering the words, he is in or 
nearby Bogota: 
(16) Pepe ha estado en Bogota. 
The third category of closeness is one that takes place in 
the subjectivity of the speaker.7 The relation that holds 




(17) Marta Gonzalez ha llegado a Madrid. 
(18) Marta Gonzalez lleg6 a Madrid. 
In (17) the speaker knows her in person or is related to her in 
some way. In (18) the speaker either does not know her in 
person, is not related to her in any way, or she is dead. 
It is clear that in (17) there is a relation and that this 
relation is empathy. What is not uncontestable is if this 
relation is between two time-points. The problem is that what is 
relevant for the connection is not the action but the 
relationship that exists between the actors: Ma~ta Gonzalez in 
the first point and the speaker in the second. It could be 
argued, nevertheless, that the actors are located in different 
time-points: Marta in the first one, the speaker in the second. 
The situation in the first time-point takes place before the 
second time-point, and the second time-point is located at the 
time of utterance. Seen in this way, although it is a relation 
between two actors, it is also a relation between two time-
points. 
We are now in position to account for the expression of hot 
news. Utterances with present perfect do not necessarily express 
a single category. Hot news is a cover term for two relations: 
temporal closeness and empathy. Most of the time, any news, in 
order to be worth saying, has to be recent. The present perfect 
expressing a relation of temporal closeness between the facts and 
the time of utterance, is an adequate form to convey news. As a 
matter of fact, in Castilian Spanish journalistic style utilizes 
the present perfect. Along with temporal closeness, empathy may 
also be present in hot news (although this depends on the 
situation expressed, the speaker, and the hearer). 
Example (5) cited by Mc Cawley is a case of empathy: 
(5) *Einstein has visited Princeton. 
The statement that he makes enforces this argument. The 
reason for the oddity of the present perfect is not confined to 
the fact that Einstein is dead. This particular circumstance is 
the expression of a more general phenomenon, lack o§ empathy: 
humans generally do not have empathy with dead persons. 
Not all the varieties of Spanish are sensible to the same 
categories. For example, Castilian Spanish is sensible to 
closeness and continuity; Chilean Spanish expresses only temporal 
closeness, persistent situation, and experiential; speakers from 



























The preceding facts are only given as 
indications for further research. The 
classification is that the variation present 
among speakers of Spanish can be traced 
categories. 
Francisco Ocampo 
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On one occasion he states that the present perfect is 
"often called the perfect" (p. 52), but he does not explicitly 
announce that he will refer to this tense as 'the perfect' as he 
does ~hen he defines its uses. 
This is another instance of the statement made by Lakoff 
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